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So many free lunches 
Why we should not try to be excellent 
By Gregory Radick 
 
GOOD ENOUGH 
The tolerance for mediocrity in nature and society 
310pp. Harvard University Press. £20 (US $28.95). 
Daniel S. Milo 
 
Daniel S. Milo is an iconoclast about Darwinian evolution and much else besides. Here he is 
on that fabled non-entity, the free lunch: 
Free lunches are common in nature and commoner in society. Free feasts were 
responsible for the evolution of whales from relatively big to enormous. An ice age 
4.5 million years ago shifted ocean dynamics, leading to large concentrations of krill 
and other small animals; baleen whales (Mysticeti), which filter small prey out of 
seawater, were well equipped to take advantage of dense patches of food. And what is 
the Internet but the biggest free lunch in human history? Thanks to uploaders 
providing images, videos, and knowledge without asking for money or credit, we eat 
countless free meals at the virtual restaurant. In nature as in society, life is sometimes 
a picnic and money can grow on trees. 
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0LOR¶VGood Enough: The tolerance for mediocrity in nature and society is a study of excess 
in evolution: how much there is, why it came about, and what taking it seriously might do for 
our sense of ourselves and our place in nature. If free lunches are common, then, contrary to 
Darwinian and social-'DUZLQLDQP\WKRORJ\VXUYLYDOLVHDV\,WLVQ¶WMXVWWKHILWWHVWZKR
VXUYLYHLW¶VWKHJRRGHQRXJK$QGLWLVQ¶WWKHXQILWZKRJRH[WLQFWLW¶VWKHXQOXFN\:HFDPH
to think otherwise, according to Milo, only because of Charles Darwin, whose theory of 
QDWXUDOVHOHFWLRQLQIOXHQWLDOO\FRPSDUHGQDWXUHWRDQHVSHFLDOO\VNLOIXODQGGXWLIXOEUHHGHU³,W
PD\EHVDLG´'DUZLQGHFODUHGLQOn the Origin of Species ³WKDWQDWXUDOVHOection is 
daily and hourly scrutinising, throughout the world, every variation, even the slightest; 
rejecting that which is bad, preserving and adding up all that is good; silently and insensibly 
working, whenever and wherever opportunity offers, at the improvement of each organic 
EHLQJLQUHODWLRQWRLWVRUJDQLFDQGLQRUJDQLFFRQGLWLRQVRIOLIH´ 
Good Enough takes aim at this image of evolution as relentless improvement. The 
HYLGHQFHWKDWWKHJLUDIIH¶VORQJQHFNIRUH[DPSOHHYROYHGEHFDXVHVOLJKWO\WDOOHr individuals 
outcompeted the rest turns out, Milo shows, to be close to nil. Evolution, he argues, is 
nothing like an ultra-assiduous breeder. For one thing, there is far more variability within 
species than should be the case if natural selection were engaged in that daily and hourly 
scrutiny. Superfluity, not optimization, is the order of the day, at all scales, from genomes 
stuffed with non-coding DNA on up. For another, if we look across species, we find, not 
ceaseless innovation, but the recycling of long-stable parts and processes. These basics ± 
themselves products of natural selection ± IXQFWLRQDVZKDW0LORFDOOVD³VDIHW\QHW´NHHSLQJ
species viable even as, by chance wandering, they become ever more variable. 
None of this is quite as challenging to Darwinian business as usual as Milo makes out. 
Darwin himself not only allowed for the possibility of non-adaptive traits, he regarded them 
as the only unambiguous signs available that plants and animals are the products of a law-
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governed evolutionary process, rather than one-off creations. Milo writes at length about the 
Galapagos finches without ever explaining that they mattered most for Darwin in the Origin 
not because their beaks were adapted to the different rocky islands but because, through all 
that diversity, they bore the stamp of common descent from a species adapted to the very 
different conditions of the lush South American mainland. As for variability: before the 
QLQHWHHQWKFHQWXU\ZDVRXW'DUZLQ¶VIROORZHUVDSSUHFLDWHGWKDWHYHQLQDSRSulation under 
strong selection pressure, adults will not be identical, but will show variations distributed 
along a bell-shaped curve (in the simplest case). If that pressure is weak or non-existent ± and 
several pages of the Origin detailed the circumstanFHVWKDWFDQIDYRXURULPSHGHVHOHFWLRQ¶V
operation ± then adult variability will expand accordingly. In the twentieth century, 
SURIHVVLRQDOELRORJLVWVZHQWIXUWKHUVWLOOUHPRYLQJZKDW'DUZLQFDOOHGWKH³VWUXJJOHIRU
H[LVWHQFH´IURPWKHIRXQGDWLRQVRIKLV theory. Even under conditions of plenty, if there is 
heritable variation in fitness, there will, other things being equal, be natural selection. 
6R0LOR¶V³WKHRU\RIWKHJRRGHQRXJK´LVOHVVUDGLFDOWKDQKHFODLPVLWWREH+H
nevertheless pushes it in novel directions, especially in the final part of the book, where he 
applies his theory to the human case. The human brain, he stresses, is an immensely costly 
organ. Its size at birth regularly puts both mother and baby in mortal danger; it soaks up vast 
stores of energy that might otherwise go towards improving other organs; and its long, slow 
maturation leaves the child in a helpless state for years, imposing large burdens on the care-
giving parents. On Darwinian expectations, anything so expensive must have an adaptive 
explanation. Bigger, more complex brains must have made our forebears more intelligent, 
and this greater intelligence must in turn have given them a survival advantage. But Milo has 
no need for such hypotheses. On his view, the hominid lineage that gave rise to Homo 
sapiens got saddled with excessively big brains by chance. Far from making us the dominant-
species-in-waiting, our brains nearly killed us off. 
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But then, according to Milo, 60,000 years ago, something happened. A species which, 
to judge by population numbers, had been hanging on by its fingertips, suddenly began to 
thrive, sending out waves of emigrants from Africa to Europe, Asia and eventually the whole 
planet. What changed? Milo suggests that the human brain got access to something new: the 
future. Now people could imagine a future different from ± and better than ± the present, and 
plan and act to turn those imaginings into reality. With the arrival of the future came, he says, 
a whole new kind of safety net, as future-oriented humans went on to build ever more 
complex civilizations with ever more comprehensive divisions of labour. Eventually there 
was no more struggling for food, or for anything else. As in nature, so in society: 
arrangements good enough to ensure survival became a platform for diversity and excess. 
The picture is pacific, if not pretty: 
Virtually every organism is a renaissance creature when compared to you and me. 
From microbes to giraffes, other species take upon themselves almost every task 
survival demands. Among humans, by contrast, even fight or flight is just a metaphor. 
Our basic needs are so well supplied that we must procure our thrills by proxy, 
through sports, elections, news, reality TV, and other sources of conflict and tension. 
$QGZKDW¶VZURQJZLWh that? For Milo, when we grasp the good-enoughness of life, we 
OLEHUDWHRXUVHOYHVIURPLQKLVSKUDVH³WKHH[FHOOHQFHFRQVSLUDF\´,I\RXZDQWWRH[FHODW
something, do it because there are worse ways of staving off the boredom to which our big 
brains, excellence- promoting educations and undemanding circumstances predispose us. 
$QGLI\RXGRQ¶WZDQWWRH[FHORUZDQWWREXWFDQ¶WWKHQEHFRQVROHGWKDWXQWLO\RXUOXFN
runs out, the world will provide. 
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Milo characterizes Good Enough DVDZRUNRI³QDWXUDOSKLORVRSK\´ZKLFKLQSUDFWLFH
amounts to a no-holds-barred approach to evaluating interesting science, then using the 
results to comment imaginatively on the human condition. A precedent of sorts is a work of 
dissident evolutionary anthropology from an HDUOLHUHUD6LJPXQG)UHXG¶VCivilization and Its 
Discontents 7KHIDPRXVSDVVDJHWKHUHFRPSDULQJFLYLOL]HGPDQWRD³SURVWKHWLF
*RG´ZKRVHPHFKDQLFDOO\H[WHQGHGSRZHUVPDNHKLPOLNHWKHJRGVRIDQFLHQWZLVK-
fulfilment fantasies but without making KLPKDSS\HFKRHVLQ0LOR¶VGLVHQFKDQWHGULIILQJRQ
RXUVSHFLHV¶VRFLDODQGWHFKQRORJLFDODFKLHYHPHQWV³7KHZLQGDQGWKHVXQURERWVGHEW
collectors, plastic-eating worms, bullets, dictionaries, nude mice, stone hammers, 
communications satellites ± all are extensions of our brains, artificial limbs dispatched to 
HYHU\DFFHVVLEOHFRUQHURIWKHFRVPRVWRVHUYHXVDORQH´:KHUH)UHXGH[SODLQHGKXPDQ
culture as arising from repressed instinct, Milo explains it as the upshot of the under-utilized 
neocortex. 
He seems aware that, whatever the scientific and ethical merits of his free-lunch 
SKLORVRSK\RIHYROXWLRQDU\QDWXUHLWVFRPSODFHQF\ZLOOVWULNHVRPHDVXQWLPHO\³7KHUHDGHU
PD\SURWHVW´KHQRWHV³WKDWH[FHVVLVWKHSOLJKWRIWKHSULYLOHJHGZKLOHPDQ\ particularly in 
GHYHORSLQJFRXQWULHVVXIIHU>IURPKDYLQJ@WRROLWWOH´+HUHVSRQGVWKDWKLVWRULFDOO\DQG
globally, the trend is away from poverty. Climate change gets just one mention, in relation to 
the challenge it poses for that excellence-chasing elite who will always be with us, and can 
always be counted on to invent whatever is needed to keep extending and strengthening the 
social safety net. Nothing is said about the effects of human excess on non- human species. 
Maybe, on the good-enough view of life, concerns on that front are overplayed, since species 
are on the whole only loosely adapted to current conditions. Climates will change, as ever, 
and species on the whole will adapt, as ever. Then again, maybe anthropogenic climate 
change is evolutionary bad luck on a global scale: a slow-motion version of the asteroid that 
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66 million years ago wiped out the dinosaurs, along with over three-quarters of the other 
good-enough species lolling away on earth at that time. Better eat up. 
 
(Published in the Times Literary Supplement 15 November 2019, p. 36.  Also available at 
https://www.the-tls.co.uk/articles/so-many-free-lunches/) 
 
 
